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JESUS  AND  THE  MONEY-CHANGERS 

"He.  upboX  tkz  tables  oh  the. 
monQ.y-chang&u.    .  ." 

Matthew   27:72 


Measure  it  how  you  will,  it  was  some  parade!   To 
be  sure  there  was  no  grand  marshal  in  full  dress  lead- 
ing the  way.   No  reviewing  stand.   No  band.   No  prior 
announcement.   No  prescribed  route.   No  permit  bearing 
an  official  stamp. 

But  that ' s  what  made  it  some  parade !   It  was 
spontaneously  assembled.   The  marchers  were  not  sol- 
diers but  pilgrims.   The  excited  throng  welcomed  their 
hero  not  with  stiff  salutes,  but  with  a  wild  waving 
of  palm  branches  and  a  self -forgetting  scattering  of 
clothes  upon  the  road.   The  sounds  came  not  from 
strings  and  brass  but   from  the  deep  places  of  the 
hearts  of  many:   "Hosanna  to  the  Son  of  David: 
Blessed  is  he  that  cometh  in  the  name  of  the  Lord. 
Hosanna  in  the  highest."   (Matt.  21:9) 

But  where  did  this  parade  end?   Did  you  ever  think 
about  that?   "The  city  of  Jerusalem,"  you  say.   Yes, 
but  where  in  the  city?  Jerusalem  was  a  rather  large 
place.   According  to  St.  Luke  the  Palm  Sunday  parade 
wound  up  at  the  temple,  the  central  institution  of  the 
nation.   No  wonder  Matthew  was  moved  to  write  that  "as 
Jesus  entered  Jerusalem  a  shock  ran  through  the  city." 

How  dramatic  can  you  get!;   David  standing  there 
against  Goliath.   The  itinerant  holy  man  against  en- 
trenched religion.   A  prophet  taking  on  the  priests. 
A  poor  man  tangling  with  privileged  wealth.   A  free- 
standing spirit  bucking  up  against  a  sclerotic  insti- 
tution. 

I  tell  you  it's  exciting.  Jesus  carrying  the  bat- 
tle to  the  enemy.  Here  was  no  guru  bidding  the  curious 
to  meet  him  on  his  turf  somewhere  in  the  mountains, 


living  above  the  pulls  and  tugs  of  history.   Here  was 
a  man  burdened  by  a  word  that  had  to  be  declared  and 
acted. 

Something  had  to  give,  and  it  did.   Jesus  had  been 
to  Jerusalem  many  times  before,  but  now  that  he  had 
publicly  declared  himself  as  Messiah,  it  was  different. 
The  wraps  were  off  and  every  eye  was  on  him. 

Jesus  looked  round  about  the  city  and  his  atten- 
tion was  captured  by  a  temple  that  had  become  mired  in 
the  crassest  kind  of  materialism.   Animals  needed  for 
sacrifice  were  being  sold  right  and  left  in  the  outer 
court.   Instead  of  one  hearing  in  that  temple  the  mur- 
murs of  prayer  and  praise  there  were  the  sounds  of 
people  haggling  over  prices.   Sheep,  oxen,  doves  and 
merchants  dominated  the  scene. 

Moreover,  the  money-changers  were  there  because 
only  Jewish  coins  could  be  used  in  the  temple.   When 
Jews  of  the  Diaspora  came  to  Jerusalem  from  such 
countries  as  Persia,  Tyre,  Syria,  Egypt,  Greece  and 
Rome ,  they  had  to  convert  their  money  into  Jewish 
money  —  and  always  at  a  good  price  for  those  who 
kept  the  tables  in  the  temple. 

Enroute  to  Jerusalem  Jesus  had  wept  for  the  city, 
and  this  is  one  of  the  reasons  why  he  wept.   The  temple 
had  been  drastically  perverted.   Consequently,  he  made 
a  whip  out  of  some  bits  of  cord  and  rushes  lying  on  the 
temple  floor.   He  drove  out  the  money-changers  --  up- 
setting their  tables  —  and  turned  loose  the  animals. 

This  act  of  Jesus  is  always  something  of  an  embar- 
rassment to  Christians.   We  would  prefer  for  our  own 
sake,  if  not  the  world's,  to  think  of  Him  as  one  who 
was  altogether  meek  and  lowly  of  heart.   But  let  it  be 
established  on  the  strength  of  this  incident  if  no 
other  that  Jesus  was  capable  of  anger  and  indignation 
just  as  he  was  capable  of  joy  and  compassion. 

This  was  an  act  of  aggression, to  be  sure,  but  it 
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was  not  an  act  of  self-defense.   It  is  remarkable  that 
the  ever-present  temple  guards  made  no  move  against 
him.   Probably  because  Jesus  had  truth  on  his  side, 
and  doubtless  because  the  multitudes  were  fed  up  with 
what  the  temple  had  been  imposing  on  them  and  very 
much  on  Jesus'  side.   What  He  saw  in  that  place  was 
sufficient  to  generate  his  wrath.   "This  was  meant 
to  be  a  house  of  prayer,"  He  said,  "but  you  have  made 
it  a  market  house." 

I  like  the  way  that  William  Temple  sums  it  up: 
"It  was  a  tremendous  scene.   The  Lord  dominates  the 
multitude  by  the  righteousness  of  His  energy  and  the 
energy  of  His  righteousness." 


What  may  be  safely  concluded  from  this  startling 
incident?   Safely,  because  the  Palm  Sunday  parade  and 
the  cleansing  of  the  temple  have  been  used  over  the 
years  to  support  some  rather  questionable  propositions. 

Two  truths  stand  out  in  sparkling  clarity.   The 
first  of  these  is  that  Jesus  was  concerned  that  man's 
religious  life  be  rightly  ordered  and  experienced.  He 
did  not  cleanse  the  temple  because  He  wanted  to  abolish 
it  but  because  He  wanted  it  to  be  right. 

Man  needs  a  house  of  prayer.   Jesus  believed  that 
man  needs  a  house  of  prayer.   Man  needs  enclosed  spaces 
and  revered  symbols  marked  off  for  holy  use.   He  needs 
a  locus  for  his  worship,  a  place  where  the  myths  can 
be  stored  and  transmitted.   Man  can  pray  in  a  garden, 
or  at  a  workbench  or  over  a  difficult  book  --  but  he 
also  needs  to  be  protected  from  his  own  idiosyncracies 
and  privatisms.   Jesus  was  a  Jew  and  the  Jews  knew 
nothing  of  religion  that  was  not  affirmed  in  community. 

Back  in  the  Fourth  Century  a  theologian  known  as 
Cyril  of  Jerusalem  was  moved  to  give  this  advice  to 
Christians  who  were  traveling  abroad!   "When  you  come 
into  a  city  do  not  simply  ask:   where  is  the  house  of 
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the  Lord?  for  the  godless  heretics  are  bold  to  call 
their  dens  the  house  of  the  Lord.   Do  not  simply  ask: 
where  is  the  church?  but:  where  is  the  Catholic 
church. "2 

It  is  simplistic  to  conclude  that  Jesus  was  op- 
posed to  institutionalized  religion.   He  was  opposed 
to  religion  that  was  wrongly  institutionalized.  Pre- 
scribed forms  and  set  times  are  not  the  enemies  of  the 
spirit  —  necessarily.   The  Jews  had  their  great  out- 
of-doors  before  God  called  them  into  the  greater  in- 
doors --  first  of  the  tabernacle,  then  of  the  temple 
and  eventually  of  the  synagogues.   The  Christian  church 
got  its  start  on  the  model  of  the  synagogue ,  went  on 
to  meet  in  private  homes  and  eventually  gathered 
in  church  buildings. 

Having  said  this,  it  is  only  fair  to  acknowledge 
that  religious  institutions  and  those  who  serve  them 
are  susceptible  to  a  peculiar  kind  of  temptation. 
There  is  no  class  of  men  who  are  more  in  danger  of 
losing  the  true  meaning  of  religion  than  those  who 
are  employed  in  its  service.   One  can  be  certain  that 
those  who  bought  and  sold  in  the  outer  court  were  con- 
fident that  they  were  rendering  a  service  to  God.   By 
a  gradual  process  of  capitulation  they  had  defiled 
that  which  was  meant  to  be  holy. 

It  is  the  plight  of  men  and  women  who  work  in  the 
church  to  traffic  lightly  with  the  holy,  to  become  so 
professionalized  as  to  be  inured  to  the  mystery  of  it 
all,  to  fail  to  remember  that  people  need  the  church 
to  solder  their  connections  with  the  eternal,  to 
rehearse  the  ageless  story  of  faith  and  to  keep  them- 
selves open  to  infusions  of  divine  light  and  power. 
Well-ordered  worship  makes  a  solid  contribution  to 
the  common  good.   So  much  for  the  first  truth. 


The  other  truth  that  shines  with  disturbing  clarity 
is  that  Jesus  was  set  against  exploitation.  Yes ,  the 
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same  Jesus  that  was  concerned  with  worship  was  con- 
cerned about  exploitation. 

The  little  people  were  the  victims  of  the  money- 
changers .   They  were  the  ones  who  were  fleeced  regu- 
larly and  systematically.   In  fact,  it  was  even  within 
the  power  of  the  temple  to  take  away  a  poor  man's  gar- 
ment if  he  were  not  current  in  his  taxes  to  the  temple, 
The  system  that  operated  in  the  temple  played  into  the 
hands  of  established  power. 

One  has  cause  to  worry  about  the  church  in  this 
connection.   Saul  Alinsky  who  saw  things  clearly  and 
saw  them  whole  wisely  noted  that,  "Our  world  has 
always  had  two  kinds  of  changers,  the  social  changers 
and  the  money  changers .   History  is  made  up  of  con- 
stant conflict  between  the  two  —  witness  the  renowned 
account  in  the  New  Testament  of  Jesus  in  the  temple."3 

There  it  is,  the  perennial,  non-stop  struggle 
between  the  money-changers  and  the  social  changers . 
It  would  be  hard  to  deny  that  by  and  large,  not  only 
in  this  country  but  around  the  world,  the  church  has 
more  often  and  more  consistently  aligned  itself  with 
the  money-changers.   This  is  understandable  if  not 
excuseable.   The  more  programs  we  spin  off  for  the 
glory  of  God  the  more  money  we  need.   When  one  is  in 
quest  of  money  he  goes  not  to  the  "have  nots"  but  to 
the  "haves."  Frequently,  he  obtains  help  from  the 
"haves"  at  the  expense  of  a  muted  advocacy  for  the 
oppressed. 

The  world  today  is  becoming  aware  of  mounting 
scarcities  in  items  necessary  for  life.   Alinsky,  to 
quote  him  one  last  time,  takes  me  captive  when  he 
says,  "Morality  is  largely  a  rationalization  of  the 
point  you  happen  to  occupy  in  the  power  pattern  at 
a  given  time. "^ 

We  like  to  think  that  our  morality  is  traceable 
to  the  mind  of  Jesus,  but  when  you  press  the  matter 
you  discover  that  Alinsky  was  right.   Our  ethical 
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positions  tend  to  defend,  our  wealth  and  power. 

This  is  precisely  what  is  happening  in  our 
country  as  we  try  to  justify  America's  lavish  ways 
in  the  eyes  of  a  hungry  world.   It  doesn't  take  any 
kind  of  prophet  to  predict  that  increasingly  there 
will  be  expropriations  of  American  property  and  in- 
dustry overseas.   Wars  will  follow.   The  loyalties 
of  many  will  be  tested  as  to  whether  they  are  willing 
to  defend  American  opulence  in  every  corner  of  the 
earth. 

We  are  beholden  to  the  money-changers.   Instead 
of  speaking  the  mind  of  God  we  are  reflecting  our 
status  in  the  world.   Recently  I  came  upon  some  words 
by  a  gentleman  whom  I  do  not  know,  Roger  Floyd,  who 
is  the  Executive  Director  of  the  Council  of  Churches 
of  Greater  Bridgeport,  Connecticut.   He  talks  about 
two  revolutions,  the  poor  against  the  rich  and  the 
black  against  the  white.   "Are  these  revolutions 
necessary?  Maybe  not  —  if  Christians  across  the 
world  don't  turn  their  backs  on  the  poor  and  hungry 
there  is  hope  and  there  may  still  be  time.   If  we 
made  tractors  instead  of  helicopters,  fertilizer 
instead  of  napalm.   If  we  shipped  wheat  instead  of 
bullets.   If  we  sent  farmers  and  teachers  instead  of 
soldiers.  .  .the  food  would  be  there  and  the  poor 
wouldn't  have  to  fight  for  something  to  eat. 

"But  I'm  afraid  that  it  is  not  going  to  happen. 
There  are  too  many  companies  getting  rich  on  bombs. 
There  are  too  many  generals  who  wouldn't  have  anything 
to  do  if  there  wasn't  someone  to  kill.   There  are  too 
many  who  want  the  wars  and  too  few  who  care  about  the 
nameless  millions  who  are  starving.   So  inevitably, 
the  hungry  will  rise  up  and  demand  their  share.  Would 
you  expect  them  to  do  anything  else?" 

"Would  you  expect  them  to  whimper  and  slink  away 
watching  their  children  starve  to  death  before  their 
eyes?  No,  one  of  these  days  they'll  look  around  to 
find  out  who's  got  the  food,  who's  keeping  it  from 
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them.   Then  they'll  come  after  us  —  you  and  me."^ 

Our  alliance  with  the  money-changers  can  be  seen 
closer  to  home  than  this.   It  is  a  truism  that  is  true 
that  the  poor  get  poorer  here  while  the  rich  get  richer 
Every  now  and  then  there  are  a  few  flurries  of  gestures 
in  the  direction  of  tax  reform  and  equalization  of 
wealth  but  they  soon  die  in  the  overhaze  of  congres- 
sional confusion.   We  say  with  a  straight  face  that 
we  must  tolerate  a  certain  percentage  of  unemployment 
—  how  else  can  we  be  sure  of  a  labor  pool  to  serve 
our  rising  markets?   Our  economy  is  known  for  its  false 
advertising,  exhorbitant  markups,  and  price  fixing.   At 
the  same  time  we  shut  minorities  out  from  significant 
advances  in  the  upper  echelons  of  commerce. 

It  struck  me  the  other  day  that  after  we  pray  for 
our  daily  bread  in  the  Lord's  Prayer  we  go  right  on  to 
ask  God  to  forgive  us  our  debts.   Can  it  be  that  as 
we  thank  Him  for  our  material  abundance  we  are  most 
conscious  of  our  sins  because  many  of  them  are  commit- 
ted in  the  way  we  accumulate  our  wealth! 

A  few  weeks  ago  when  the  pinch  of  the  price  of 
meat  was  on  us ,  all  kinds  of  people  were  willing  to 
boycott  the  butcher  shop  —  conservatives,  radicals, 
republicans,  democrats  and  the  rest.   We  are  not  op- 
posed to  direct  action  if  in  some  way  it  will  stretch 
our  own  purses.   But  logic  fails  when  I  try  to  under- 
stand why  many  of  those  same  people  cannot  give  up 
lettuce  on  behalf  of  migrant  workers  who  are  suffering 
far  worse  than  we. 

I  received  a  letter  this  past  week  from  a  woman 
many  miles  from  here  who  told  me  that  she  had  been  a 
history  major  in  college.   Early  in  her  married  life 
she  was  concerned  about  the  vital  issues  of  the  day. 
She  joined  the  League  of  Women  Voters.   She  had  worked 
in  Republican  politics.   "But,"  she  said, "all  of  this 
was  vain  and  futile  on  my  part  until  I  met  Jesus.   Now 
I  am  no  longer  concerned  about  those  things  and  you 
shouldn't  be  either.   I  was  at  one  time  depressed  and 


-  7  - 


discouraged,  but  not  any  more."   I  suggest  to  you 
that  this  kind  of  Christian  effervescence  is  achieved 
by  a  stark  withdrawal  from  history.   The  reason  why 
she  is  happy,  in  part,  is  because  she  quit.   She  is 
no  longer  worried  about  local  politics,  improvements 
for  the  poor,  or  anything  else. 

I'm  suggesting  to  you  in  a  very  broken  way  today 
that  we  cannot  quit,  because  Jesus  was  concerned  about 
the  exploitation  of  people.   We  cannot  say  that  we 
love  him  and  live  in  indifference  to  those  who  are 
being  ground  under  the  wheel  of  life. 

Nietzsche  said  at  one  point,  speaking  to  the 
Christian  church,  "You  will  have  to  look  more  redeemed 
if  I  am  to  believe  in  your  Redeemer . "D  Our  alliance 
with  the  money-changers  reflects  negatively  on  the 
claims  we  make  for  our  faith. 

In  one  day  Jesus  put  it  all  together.   He  declared 
Himself  on  the  importance  of  true  worship  and  he  de- 
clared Himself  clearly  on  the  side  of  the  oppressed. 


I  like  Palm  Sunday.   In  fact,  I  might  go  so  far 
as  to  say  that  it  is  my  favorite  Sunday  in  the  Church 
year.   I  like  it  because  it  shows  me  Jesus  in  His 
mobility  and  insurgency.   This  is  how  Jesus  is  always 
known  to  us,  as  one  who  comes.   Ride  on,  King  Jesus! 
Ride  on!   Into  our  world!   Into  our  nation!^  Into  our 
city!  .  .  .  Into  my  heart! 


CLOSING  VRAVER 

We  oife  Thy  mzAcy,  God,  {ok  all 

thoho,  6e.ctoKA  X.n  ouk  Hvqj>  that  we. 
have,  yet  to  bKlng  undeA  Tky  contKol, 

Help  uj>  to  love  what  <it>  good 

and  light 
and  tKue., 
{ok  we  would  both  de^lKe  and  do  Thy  will. 

Thn.ou.gh  Jqaua  Ch/uUt  Qua  LoKd. 

Amen. 
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